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Abstract
Research has revealed that adult learners in college face unique challenges as
they balance adult roles and responsibilities while also navigating college alongside
traditional-age students. A successful transition into postsecondary education can be an
especially difficult process for adults. Adults are generally more self-directed, manage
full-time jobs and families, and have different experiences in college that are unlike
those of traditional-age students. Colleges and universities have created various
programs to facilitate college success, but have not addressed the needs of adult
learners. Orientation programs in particular have not been tailored to the specific needs
of adults. The following project aims to create an online orientation program that is
specifically designed for adult students at Grand Valley State University (GVSU), with
the overall intent being to increase the college preparedness of adult students. The
purpose of this project is to provide an orientation that will be more useful and
productive for adult student success than a traditional orientation program would be.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
Higher education professionals have not designed resources to meet the unique
needs of adult learners. Equal opportunity is a hallmark of American higher education
and colleges and universities have created various programs to facilitate college
success. These have included campus orientations, first-year experience programs,
living-learning programs, mentorship opportunities and more (Pascarella, Terenzini, &
Wolfle, 1986). Although many of these programs have been shown to be successful for
most students, one group that faces unique challenges in college is adult learners. Adult
learners can be defined as belonging to one or more of these categories: are twentyfour or older, married, have a child, or are emancipated minors (Merriam, Caffarella, &
Baumgartner, 2007). For many adult learners, a successful transition into
postsecondary education can be an especially distressing process, particularly when
these students enter college after a break in their education (Donaldson & Graham,
1999).
There are many factors that contribute to the difficulties faced by adult learners
entering higher education. Adult learners often experience the fear of being too old
when compared to their peers (Carp, Peterson, & Roelfs, 1974) and also report
concerns about relating to the traditional-age students in their classes (Frost, 1991).
This generally leads to adult learners experiencing a lack of confidence in their
academic abilities as they begin or reinitiate their college careers (Carp et al., 1974).
Further, adult learners have fundamentally different needs than those of traditional-age
students. Given the competing life roles with which most adults must maintain, including

ongoing responsibilities such as families, full-time jobs, and childcare, a number of
concerns oblivious to traditional-age students may cause distress for adult learners
(Kuh, 1993). This creates unique challenges for adult learners and can easily isolate
them from the university, consequently interfering with a successful college experience
(Nordstrom, 1997).
The challenges faced by adult learners in college are primarily caused by higher
education professionals failing to adequately address their unique needs. Currently, the
majority of services in a standard institution of higher education are designed for
traditional-age students entering college immediately following high school graduation
(Brown, 2012). Therefore, the needs of adult learners enrolling in postsecondary
education are overshadowed. Because higher education professionals have not
recognized the unique needs of adult learners, they have failed to create resources that
are specifically designed for adult students.
Importance and Rationale of the Project
Non-traditional, adult learners make up over one third of the national population
of college students, and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) data of
higher education predicts the enrollment of adult learners to remain stable or increase
from 2007–2018 (Ross-Gordon, 2011). In order for adult learners to be successful in
college, their unique identities and needs must be recognized. Kidd (1973) highlighted
the difference between adult learners and traditional-age students by saying that “adults
have more experiences, adults have different kinds of experiences, and adult
experiences are organized differently” (p. 46). Adult learners possess a motivation very
different from that of traditional-age students (Merriam & Bierema, 2013). Research by
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Cupp (1991) and Frost (1991) suggests that adults are more intentional in their learning,
hope to gain something they can directly and immediately apply to their lives, and
approach their learning with a clearer purpose in mind.
Adult learners often express concerns about how they relate to the traditionalage students in their classes (Frost, 1991). While traditional-age students are often
exploring their interests and developing purpose, adults often enter the learning
experience directly wanting to improve their current situation, such as to acquire new
knowledge to improve job opportunities. While other adults may be enrolled in collegelevel courses simply for the joy of continued learning, this still represents a different
purpose than that of a traditional-age student; an adult learner’s desire to learn likely is
related to their adult life experience in some way (Merriam & Bierema, 2013). Further,
adult learners must contend with competing roles they must fulfill, such as working a
full-time job or caring for a family while balancing college courses. According to
Kasworm (2003), 57 percent of adult learners are married and 53 percent are
supporting dependents other than a spouse. Traditional-age students are less likely to
have these responsibilities, which accounts for a different experience in college
between traditional-age students and adult learners (Kasworm, 2003).
The differences between the population of traditional-age students and adult
learners often leads to adults experiencing higher levels of distress, such as anxiety
about coursework, inadequate coping skills, lack of self-confidence, and negative beliefs
or expectations about outcomes (Frost, 1991; Kerka, 1989). Adult learners can become
isolated from the university due to a lack of support resources for them, which often
leads to an identity crisis as they enroll in college (Hardin, 2008; Nordstrom, 1997).
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Before enrolling in college courses, many adult learners may have previously neglected
their own educational goals while tending to various other life responsibilities, and some
adults may be enrolling in college courses after spending years in full-time careers. It
can be not only confusing but also traumatic in some ways to be pursuing college after
having been successful in their previous occupations, especially when the adult learning
occurs directly alongside traditional-age students with much less life experience
(Hardin, 2008). Therefore, the inability to relate to classmates, “fear of being too old”
and feeling insecure in one’s ability to succeed are common among adult learners (Carp
et al., 1974).
It is generally understood and accepted by practitioners that student engagement
is a critical element in the learning process (Gardner, 1986; Svanum & Bigatti, 2009).
Student engagement begins at the point of enrollment and should continue throughout
the college career. The future success of adult learners in college and university life
requires that higher education administrators respond to this specific population and
ensure resources are made available at the start of their enrollment (Merriam &
Bierema, 2013). An orientation is one of the most common strategies used by
institutions to increase their engagement with new students at the point of enrollment
(Brawer, 1996). Orientations provide a transition process by which students can learn to
navigate college and have been found to increase academic success, student
satisfaction, and student retention (Svanum & Bigatti, 2009).
College orientation programs enhance overall student success and have been
linked with student retention (Tinto, 1987). The college experience for adult learners
should begin with an online orientation that would adequately prepare them for college.
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The needs of adult learners are equally important to the needs of traditional-age
students, but clearly differ in many ways (Merriam & Bierema, 2013). It is the
responsibility of higher education administrators to recognize these differences and
support this population. Without a practical way for adult learners to be informed about
resources and strategies to succeed in college at the beginning of their enrollment, it is
likely for the concerns of adult learners to remain and challenges to be common. In
sum, an orientation meeting the needs of adult learners is critical to supporting this
population, as it would minimize the distress adult learners experience at the point of
entry or re-entry into university life, thus increasing the likelihood of retention.
Background of the Project
Prior to completing a project that aims to address the needs of any student
population, an understanding of its history must be achieved. Between 1971 and 1991,
the population of adult learners enrolled in postsecondary education increased from 28
percent to 43 percent (Kasworm, 2003). By 2000, over six million adult learners were
obtaining college-level credit, which is more than the total national college enrollment
just over 30 years prior, in 1968 (Kasworm, 2003). As stated previously, adult learners
now comprise over one third of the national population of college students (RossGordon, 2011).
Explanations for the increasing numbers of adult learners enrolled in
postsecondary education can be attributed to the changes in the U.S. economy. In
recent decades, increasing numbers of jobs have required additional education and
training for candidates to apply. According to Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010), by
2018, 63 percent of all jobs will require some higher education. Brown (2012) stated that
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less than half the U.S. workforce holds an associate degree or higher level of education,
which has created a gap. Adults looking to enter or re-enter the workplace or advance in
their careers is the largest available population able to benefit from higher education to
meet these needs (Hoffman & Reind, 2011). Therefore, more adult learners are
enrolling in college-level courses and seeking new opportunities that higher education
can offer, which means higher education administrators must find ways to respond to
this population.
In 1989, Schlossberg, Lynch, and Chickering stated that educational institutions
are "out of sync" with adult students (p. 8). Within the last decade, higher education
institutions have recognized that adult learners are increasing in number, but there have
not been universal trends in responding to adult learners. Some institutions have
created adult learning centers while others have developed promotional materials that
market to the adult learner. There have been a number of published profiles that aim to
suggest ways that higher education administrators can support adult learners, such as
Lifelong Learning at Its Best: Innovative Practices in Adult Credit Programs (Maehl,
2000), as well as information published on accelerated learning for adults (Kasworm,
2010) and on adult degree programs (Pappas & Jerman, 2004).
Higher education administrators that are most successful in meeting the needs of
adult learners have changed institutional relationships with adult learners by focusing on
course delivery to meet the needs of working adults with multiple roles and competing
responsibilities (Brown, 2012). Recommended adult learning practices, such as offering
online courses and distance learning formats, are increasingly becoming common
today. A 2008 NCES report titled Distance Education at Degree-Granting
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Postsecondary Institutions: 2006-2007, states that 61 percent of institutions offered
online courses, 35 percent of institutions offered hybrid courses, and 26 percent of
institutions offered other forms of distance education. Of the responding institutions, 68
percent reported the decision to offer distance education courses was a response to the
student demand for flexible schedules. Although these options typically are not
exclusively offered to adult learners, institutions recognize they are especially useful for
adult learners who often need flexible course formats in order to enroll (Brown, 2012).
Yet, orientations at most universities are still designed primarily for traditional-age
students (Svanum & Bigatti, 2009). While it is encouraging to know that many
institutions are modifying course delivery practices to accommodate adult learners, this
does not address the concerns and needs of adult learners aside from access to the
courses. The literature does not provide significant research on institutions that have
tailored orientations to adult learners. Therefore, while the higher education world may
be increasing access to courses for adult learners, the issue of overlooking the needs of
adult learners in higher education still remains.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this project is to create an online orientation website for adult
learners at Grand Valley State University (GVSU), a four-year liberal arts public
institution. GVSU was selected for the project, as no online orientation program for adult
learners exists at this university. This project will develop a full orientation online that will
include information about specific resources at the institution, and serve as a model for
other institutions to create similar online orientations.
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The overall intent of the project is to minimize the concerns of adult learners and
uniquely provide a way of focusing on the needs of adult learners. Specifically, the
orientation will provide overviews of accessing tools adults will need to know how to
use, such as student email and Blackboard, as well as providing information about
resources on campus, such as the Children's Enrichment Center for childcare and the
Writing Center. Further, career guidance will be included that is tailored to adult
learners. The orientation will not include specific course or academic major information,
but rather it will serve to be applicable for all adult learners at the university, regardless
of academic discipline.
With information in the orientation specifically tailored for adult learners,
individuals will have the tools and information in one convenient online location. It will
serve to help them address some of the concerns or insecurities that they face when
beginning college as an adult learner. Ultimately, the resources in the orientation will
increase the preparedness of adult learners to begin college.
Objectives of the Project
As stated above, the purpose of this project is to create an online orientation
website for adult learners at Grand Valley State University. It is meant to serve as a
model for other universities to develop similar online orientations. The objective is to
address the needs of adult learners by developing an orientation uniquely tailored for
them, thus minimizing the overshadowing of this population in higher education. The
orientation should increase the preparedness of adult learners to begin college courses
by minimizing their concerns, increasing their knowledge of relevant information and
resources for their academic success. Upon completion of the orientation, adult learners
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will have increased knowledge that can be directly applied to enhance their academic
experiences.
Definition of Terms
Adult Learners. Although various definitions exist to categorize adult learns, this
project will use the definition recognized for the purposes of financial aid reporting,
which states that adult learners belong to one or more of these categories: are twentyfour or older, married, have a child, or are emancipated minors (Merriam et al., 2007).
Traditional-age Students. These students come directly from high school and usually
begin college around age 18 (Merriam et al., 2007).
Orientation. This project defines orientation as a means of introduction for new
individuals to a college or university setting (Robinson, Burns & Gaw, 1996).
Scope of the Project
The audience throughout the project will be adult learners at Grand Valley State
University who are beginning or reinstating their college careers. The project will be
specifically tailored for adult learners at GVSU to support the unique needs of this
population. The orientation will encompass resources, links to information, and shared
support strategies to aid adult learners in their success. As stated previously, the
orientation will not include specific course or academic major information. The project
also serves a model for other institutions to develop similar orientations.
Although the orientation intends to address the unique needs of adult learners,
completion of the orientation does not guarantee that adult learners will be free from
concerns or challenges in their academic pursuits. It should also be noted that in order
for the orientation to reach its desired potential and objectives, it should be fully
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provided to adult learners at the start of their enrollment in college and it should be
reviewed carefully. Lack of attention to the information in the orientation may
significantly hinder the overall success of the orientation as a support strategy for adult
learners.
In the next chapter, the theoretical framework and research literature used in this
project will be discussed, including attention given to the characteristics of adult
learners, online learning, and importance of orientation programs.
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Chapter Two
Introduction
In order to appropriately address and expand on some of the issues presented in
chapter I, it is necessary to examine the existing literature on adult learners and their
specific needs. This chapter will: (a) present the theoretical framework used in this
project, including discussion of support and criticisms for the theory used and its
connection to the project; (b) analyze the literature on characteristics of adult learners,
online learning, and importance of orientation programs; and (c) provide a conclusion
for how the literature will inform the project description in the third chapter.
Theory and Rationale
The theoretical framework used in this project is Malcolm Knowles’ (1980) theory
of andragogy, which can be defined as the method and practice of educating adult
learners. Andragogy differentiates the needs of adult learners from those of younger
students and describes the specific methods that should be employed in the teaching of
adults (Knowles, 1980). Andragogy, the teaching of adults, differs from pedagogy, the
teaching of children, in a number of ways. One of the main principles of andragogy is
that adults learn through active participation in the learning experience (Knowles, 1980).
While children are often passive learners, or mere receivers of new information, adults
are more active in their learning and their learning is affected by life experience that
children do not have (Knowles, 1980). In addition, pedagody explains that children learn
new information sequentially as they grow up, whereas andragogy explains that adults
learn new information only when there is a direct need, desire, or specific reason where
the knowledge can be applied to their circumstances in some way (Knowles, 1980).
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A section of the theory of andragogy provides assumptions about adult learners
that can be useful to educators in creating more productive and inclusive learning
environments for adults. Scholars in adult education have both supported and criticized
the assumptions of andragogy presented by Knowles. By examining Knowles’
assumptions of andragogy through a critical lens, educators can identify the usefulness
and application of these assumptions and better support adult learners in higher
education. The assumption made by Knowles that is most relevant to this project is that
adult learners are inherently self-directed (Knowles, 1980). A brief overview, including
support and criticisms of this assumption, will be provided in order to explain the
theoretical lens through which this project was created.
Knowles (1975) defined self-directed learning as:
A process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of
others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying
human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. (p. 18).
Through his research, Knowles based his theory of andragogy largely on the selfdirected learning concept. In simple terms, a self-directed learner is an individual who
takes the initiative with or without the help of others to determine his or her learning
goals, identify available resources for learning, and moves forward in the learning
process through self-motivation (Knowles, 1975).
Leonard (1992) expanded on this definition by stating that self-directed learning
is a model in which learning advances from being merely a transmission of information
to being a meaningful, relevant and motivating learning experience. Assuming that adult
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learners are self-directed, Knowles viewed adults as mature individuals capable of
taking responsibility for their learning. Supporters of this assumption suggest that when
given the opportunity, adults prefer to be in charge of their own learning and thrive
under such conditions (Knox, 1988). Knox (1988) emphasized that adults rarely learn,
retain information or employ answers for which they did not form the question, which is
consistent with the characteristics of a self-directed learner. Knowles (1980) also argued
that adults often have an immediate need to learn and apply knowledge to current life
situations, which contributes to the self-directed nature of adults. According to O’Donnell
(2005), 40% of adults returned to higher education for work-related reasons in 2003,
thus demonstrating the need adults often have to immediately apply their learning to
their life circumstances. Although adult learners have a variety of diverse backgrounds
and experiences, many scholars draw on Knowles’ theory of andragogy and claim
adults have self-directedness in common.
However, not all scholars have supported these claims. Lam (1985) challenged
Knowles’ assumption by acknowledging that some adult learners may lack certain
resources that would allow them to be self-directed. For example, some adult learners
may desire self-directedness, but due to personal responsibilities or their skill set, may
not have the time, transportation, childcare, dedication or other resources that would
allow them to achieve a self-directed learning style. Cheren (1983) also argued that
adult learners need guidance and support through the learning process. While some
adult learners may succeed in a self-directed learning style, others may struggle to
function independently and may require the encouragement of educators through a
guided learning process. Finally, Schapiro (2003) challenged the idea of self-directed
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learning further by noting that Knowles failed to consider issues of power and inequality
within learning environments. Self-directed learning may be a goal for many adult
learners, but societal power inequality may prevent some adult learners from having
equal opportunities to achieve self-directedness. For example, adults from lower-income
backgrounds or adults without strong support systems due to racial oppression, gender
stereotypes, or other barriers, may not have the personal resources like time, money,
transportation, childcare or ability to be present on campus during certain times of the
day or week, which could limit their ability to succeed (Schapiro, 2003).
Given these criticisms that exist in the literature, it would seem that higher
education professionals would need to specifically provide resources to adult learners in
order for them to achieve the self-directed learning style that Knowles describes. The
following section will explore the literature on general characteristics of adult learners,
online learning and its relevancy for adults, and importance of orientation programs.
This research will inform the description of this project outlined in the third chapter.
Research and Evaluation
Characteristics of Adult Learners. A number of studies have explored the
characteristics of adult learners, providing support linked to the theoretical framework of
adult learners being self-directed, as described above. There is also evidence that
suggests the relationship between faculty and adult learners may be different from the
relationship between faculty and traditional-age students. Faculty and students studied
by Bishop-Clark and Lynch (1992) agreed that adult learners are more assertive and
have a different relationship with faculty that is more like that of peers. Raven and
Jimmerson (1992) found that faculty perceived adult learners as more goal oriented,
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responsible, and self-directed. Miglietti and Strange (1998), studying 185 students in
developmental education classes, found greater levels of satisfaction and
accomplishment among the adult learners in the classes when they were acknowledged
as having unique needs. If administrators were to design an online orientation program
specifically for adult learners, it would serve as a personalized support tool for adults
and would allow space to compile resources that would benefit the unique needs of
adults. Further studies have shown that adults succeed more academically when they
are exposed to “learner-centered activities, personalized instruction, relating the course
to student experience, assessing student needs, and maintaining flexibility for personal
development” (Ross-Gordon, 2003, p. 47). These studies, among others, clearly provide
evidence for the differences between adult students and traditional-age students, but
few of them provide empirically based strategies for how higher education
administrators can effectively meet their needs to enhance the academic success and
college preparedness of adults.
Ross-Gordon (1991) attempted to explore this by investigating 181 adult
learners’ perceptions of effective learning. It was found that most adults perceived
support in the form of clear presentations, well-organized information, supply of helpful
knowledge, availability and overall respect given. Adult learners were more successful
in their academics when resources were provided that directly aided in their ability to
balance their ongoing responsibilities, such as when they were provided information on
childcare, flexible course offerings and the ability to seek feedback on assignments in
electronic ways. Adult learners also benefited academically when clear instructions
were provided on how to navigate the university, including assistance with course
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registration processes and knowledge of tutoring assistance that accommodated their
work schedules (Ross-Gordon, 1991). Numerous studies have also indicated that adult
learners want information to be relevant to their lives and offer potential for immediate
use, which is also consistent with the adult learning framework described earlier
(Bishop-Clark & Lynch, 1992; Miglietti and Strange, 1998). These studies provide
evidence of what may be working for adults as they succeed through college
academically, but they do not provide recommendations for how higher education
administrators can supply this support to adult students. Through an online orientation
program with a specific section dedicated to academic resources for adults, support
could be provided to adult students across the university on a large-scale.
Beyond academics, adults have different psychological characteristics. Many
adult learners may question why they are participating in higher education. Negative
self-concept can be a significant barrier. Chickering (1994) suggested that an
orientation program designed for adult learners would have positive benefits in
enhancing their feelings of importance, stating that adults “may be especially heartened
by a panel of returnees talking about what helped and how they succeeded” (p. 442).
Instead of a panel of returnees, Chickering’s suggestion could easily be converted into a
web page where successful adult students share advice on how they personally
succeeded in college.
Further, Barker, Falstehausen, Couch, and Henry (1997) found that adult
students have important needs for information regarding library services, assistance
with research searches, technical writing including paper formatting, and time
management. Needs were also expressed for information about assistantships, study

16

skills, stress management, career counseling, and financial counseling. Given the
diverse backgrounds of adults, Baker (1992) suggested that the focus of adult
orientation programs could even expand to include information about disability support
services, psychological and learning services, and marriage and family counseling
services. These would all need to be addressed in an effective online orientation
program for adult students. Resources would need to be listed in the orientation web
pages that specifically present information on how adults could benefit from it. For
example, stress and time management resources can be provided in the orientation for
adults who need help with managing the additional stressors of various adult roles and
responsibilities (Kohler & Munz, 2006).
Based on the research, it would seem that adults benefit and feel supported
when there are individualized, adult-centered approaches to facilitating success. Given
the needs evidenced by studies on adult learners’ perspectives, it would make sense for
universities to respond to adults by supporting their needs. Although most universities
have not been successful in this, as described in chapter I, there has been significant
progress made in providing increased access to higher education for adults in the form
of online instruction.
Online Learning and Adult Use. In the United States, the main audience for
online education has been adult learners (Stavredes, 2011). Moore and Kearsely (2005)
stated that most online education students are adults between the ages of 25 and 50.
Further, according to the 2011 Noel-Levitz National Online Learners Priorities Report,
based on 99,000 students at 108 institutions across the nation, the majority of learners
are adults. To accommodate the growing need for online learning, the number of
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programs for adult learners delivered online in higher education has increased over
time. According to the results of a survey administered by the National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES), 56 percent of all higher education institutions offered
online courses during the 2000–2001 academic year (Waits & Lewis, 2003).
The Noel-Levitz (2011) report described factors that influenced learners to enroll
in online courses, which included convenience, flexible pacing, and the ability to
accommodate a work schedule. Online learning allows adult learners who have full-time
jobs, families, and other responsibilities to pursue their education while saving time,
travel costs and allowing a flexible schedule. Essentially, adult learners can organize
their learning around their everyday lives without being constrained by the need to be
located on campus at certain times. It is clear that adult learners seek convenience and
flexibility in meeting their educational goals (Stavredes, 2011).
Further, the U.S. Department of Education (2010) compared online learning
conditions with face-to-face instruction among adult learners and found that “Students in
online conditions performed modestly better, on average, than those learning the same
material through traditional face-to-face instruction” (p. xiv). The study found that online
learning is effective across a range of content and types of learners, making it a good
alternative for adults. According to the findings, allowing learners more control over their
interactions online led to increased self-confidence and self-directedness in the learning
process, again highlighting the importance of online material as a good adult education
practice. Given the ability of online platforms to conveniently benefit adult learners, it
would be logical to continue providing knowledge and resources to adults in online
formats, including orientation programs.
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However, when information is presented online for adult students, it must be
done in a way that adults can easily absorb. Cercone (2008) provides a number of
recommendations for best practices in the presentation of online information for adults.
These include maintaining easy to read fonts, using a variety of images, using a clear
menu structure, having a search bar available, and ensuring there is no cultural bias.
Learning styles are also important to consider, as many adults may have varied types of
preferences for receiving information. This can be accommodated in an online
orientation for adults by providing links to a wide variety of resources, posting videos for
visual learners, and ensuring that students can learn and review the material at their
own pace by keeping the orientation website available all year.
Disadvantages of online platforms that have been found in previous research
include a sense of student isolation and feelings of confusion without the ability to ask
questions in a face-to-face format (Brown, 1996). Garrison, Anderson and Archer (1999)
studied the need to alleviate the isolation that can be experienced in an online format
and developed the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model. This model views the online
learning experience as a relationship between three elements: social presence,
teaching presence and cognitive presence. In order to achieve this presence in an
online leaning format, engagement with participants is critical (Garrison et al., 1999). An
effective online orientation program for adults should facilitate engagement with
participants by utilizing an online chat feature that would be available during business
hours; faculty or staff advisors can alternate monitoring the chat platform. After business
hours, adults should be able to utilize a web form where they can submit any questions
or concerns about the information online and receive an emailed response in return.
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Further, information on how to make an advising appointment to further remove feelings
of isolation and confusion should be easily provided in the online orientation.
Importance of Orientation Programs. College orientation programs are critical
to overall student success. These are generally held sometime in the summer prior to
beginning college. Not only do they help with initial feelings of college anxiety, but they
also provide useful information on the student experience in and out of the classroom
(Robinson et al., 1996). Not surprisingly, successful orientation programs have been
linked with student retention (Tinto, 1987). In a study by Murtaugh, Burns, and Schuster
(1997) the retention of 8,867 undergraduate students at Oregon State University
between 1991 and 1996 was evaluated. Results indicated that students taking the
Freshman Orientation Course were at reduced risk of dropping out. Numerous other
students found similar results. Components of a successful orientation program assist
students in gaining the knowledge, resources and skills that will assist them in making a
smooth transition into higher education (Robinson et al., 1996).
In order to successfully transition students into a university, most orientation
programs provide ways for new students to become familiar with the campus and learn
about college opportunities, such as clubs, activities, study abroad, and residence hall
life (Robinson et al., 1996). Much of this information may not apply to adult learners. For
adults, other support services, such as childcare, may be critical to their ability to attend
courses on campus. In addition to acclimating students to the university services
available, orientation programs must also assist students with their adjustment to the
academic environment (Robinson et al., 1996). To facilitate academic adjustment and
success, orientations typically include helpful tips on time management and study
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strategies in order to be successful academically. This information may not be
appropriate for adult learners if adult responsibilities, such as holding a full-time job or
caring for a family, are not factored into the orientation. Therefore, while the advice in a
typical college orientation may be helpful for traditional-age students, it may not be
suited for adult learners. The literature does not provide significant research on
institutions that have tailored orientation programs to adult learners.
Barker et al. (1997) explored the usefulness of orientation programs for adult
students aged 27 and older who delayed entry to graduate school. The results indicated
that a format that would allow students to select only those sessions of the orientation
program that were most useful to them, may be the best for this group (Barker et al.,
1997). In order to allow students to self-select the information that is most useful to
them, it would seem beneficial to offer the orientation program in an online format where
students could sort through information to locate what is most suitable to their needs.
This would eliminate the need for adult students to attend an all-day orientation program
with excess information provided to them that may be unnecessary. An online
orientation would allow for the personalized selection of information that Barker et al.
(1997) described.
Summary
Knowles made the assumption that adult learners are inherently self-directed
(Knowles, 1980). This means that adult learners are primarily responsible for their own
learning and prefer to take ownership over the learning process with the intention of
immediately applying new knowledge to life circumstances, such as advancing in their
employment. Not all scholars support the claim that adult learners are self-directed.
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They argue that some adults may lack the resources needed to be successful and may
require guidance from higher education professionals (Lam, 1985). This guidance will
be different from the guidance provided to traditional-age students, as adults tend to be
more goal-oriented, responsible, assertive and have relationships with faculty that is
more like that of peers (Bishop-Clark & Lynch, 1994). Recognizing that adult learners
have different needs, universities have expanded opportunities to enroll in online
courses, which have increased adult access to higher education (Stavredes, 2011).
Delivering knowledge and material to adults in online formats offers convenience,
flexible pacing, and the ability to accommodate a work schedule (Noel-Levitz, 2011).
Although online course options have increased adult access to higher education,
orientation programs still have not been tailored to meet the needs of adults. College
orientation programs are critical to student success and have been linked with student
retention (Tinto, 1987). Orientation programs serve as essential components to a
successful transition into college, but the research literature indicates that there are not
many orientation programs that have been designed for adult learners.
Conclusion
Higher education institutions have created online course programs that are
responsive to the learning preferences and needs of adults, but there has yet to be a
shift in the development of orientation programs to address the needs of adult learners.
Much of the information provided in existing orientation programs is targeted to the
population of traditional-age students. Because online delivery of knowledge has been
beneficial for adult learners, continuing to provide knowledge and resources in online
formats would further support adult learners. Higher education professionals should
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address the needs of adult learners and work to minimize the distress adult learners
experience, as described in chapter I, by creating an online orientation program
specifically designed for adults. The orientation should be created through a lens of
andragogy to provide adults with the resources needed to be successful.
In the next chapter, a description of the components of the online adult
orientation program created in this project will be provided. The layout of the program
and the methods, strategies, and approaches used to develop the components will be
shared, along with the program’s evaluation system. Information will be given on how
this project could be implemented and adapted for use outside of the institution
selected.
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Chapter Three
Introduction
While higher education professionals have continued to respond to the needs of
adult learners by offering online course options or other distance-learning formats, adult
learners still face many challenges when coming to college (Kuh, 1993). Adult learners
have different needs than traditional-age students as adults often have full-time jobs,
families, children to care for, and other life responsibilities that are not present in the
lives of traditional-age students (Kuh, 1993). Adults may feel insecure alongside
traditional-age students, have difficulty acclimating to the college environment, and may
be lacking knowledge and resources that would help them succeed in college (Carp et
al., 1974). Because the typical college environment is built around the needs of
traditional-age students, it can be daunting for adult learners to enter college.
Orientation programs, which are often critical for student success, are an example of
how universities support student needs. However, adult learners may not be able to
benefit from orientation programs if they are not tailored to the needs of adults. The
research presented in chapters I and II suggests that offering information through online
platforms is a good practice, so it would seem logical to provide useful information to
adults in accessible, convenient online formats. Orientation programs, which are
traditionally offered face-to-face, can be converted into online formats without excessive
cost or hardship. Therefore, universities should consider creating online orientation
programs for adult students to address their unique needs and appropriately support
this student population.
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The purpose of this project is to create an online orientation program that is
specifically designed for adult students at GVSU, with the overall intent being to
increase the college preparedness of adult students to succeed academically,
personally and professionally so they may graduate with their degrees. The goal is to
provide resources and information that adult students can benefit from so their concerns
and insecurities about entering college can be minimized. The purpose of the
orientation will be similar to the purpose of a traditional orientation program, which is to
acclimate students to the college environment and provide tools for success. However,
the online adult orientation created in this project is unique in that it is created through
the lens of adult learning principles and research outlined in chapter II. It will provide
adult students with an orientation program that will be more useful and supportive for
their success than a traditional orientation program would be. With traditional-age
students as the largest audience for typical college orientations, there is generally
information provided that does not apply to adults, such as residence hall life activities,
study abroad, club activities, dealing with homesickness and more. In an online adult
orientation, more useful information that specifically addresses the needs of adults can
be provided.
The following chapter will provide a description of the components of the online
adult orientation program. Then, the layout of the orientation program and the methods,
strategies, and approaches used to develop the components will be explained. After an
explanation of the layout, a detailed description of the program’s evaluation system will
be provided and conclusions will be presented regarding the college needs of adult
learners. The chapter will finish with a description of how the online orientation program
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could be implemented, and will provide suggestions for adapting or using the project
outside of the institution selected.
Project Components
The online adult orientation program created in this project was designed to
address the needs of adult learners entering college. It is meant to increase the
likelihood of adult learners succeeding in college by minimizing their concerns and
providing tools for success. Although some adult learners may succeed in a selfdirected learning style with minimal support, many others may require the
encouragement of educators through a guided learning process (Cheren, 1983). This
project was created as a means for higher education professionals to address the
needs of adults in a way that is distinctively separate from types of support provided to
traditional-age students. GVSU, a mid-size liberal arts public institution in Michigan, was
selected as the institution for which the orientation was created. Currently, although
there is a GVSU Center for Adult and Continuing Studies, no orientation program
specifically for adult students exists at GVSU. The online orientation created was based
on the research presented in chapters I and II. The components of the project consist of
several different web pages, all of which can be found in the appendix.
The entire homepage of the orientation can be viewed in Appendix A, while
Appendix C shows the homepage content in a larger display to allow readers to view it
more easily. The orientation consists of a clear structure to help individuals navigate
which information they are seeking. Providing clear navigation tools in an online
environment has been proven to be beneficial and increases the accessibility level for
individuals searching through the web pages (Cercone, 2008). The first two tabs across
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the top of the website, Academic Success and Personal Success, provide clear dropdown menu options so that students may easily access what they are searching for
(Appendix B). The Academic Success tab consists of information about the Center for
Adult and Continuing Studies where students can click to access the center’s website to
make an advising appointment with a professional knowledgeable on adult learners’
needs (Appendix D). The Academic Success tab also links to videos and tutorials for
how to use important platforms within the GVSU system, such as MyBanner, MyPath
(Appendix E), Library (Appendix F), and Blackboard (Appendix I). Providing this type of
information is critical for adult learner success, especially since many adults may be
unfamiliar with technology-based tools such as these (Barker et al., 1997). The
Academic Success tab also includes resources such as information about the GVSU
Writing Center's online services (Appendix G). Departments that offer online services,
such as the GVSU Writing Center, are important for adults because they offer the
flexibility and convenience that adults need in their lives while balancing college
alongside adult roles and responsibilities (Barker et al., 1997). Adults who are unable to
be present on campus to utilize the Writing Center on campus can take advantage of
online services in order to receive assistance with writing course assignments.
Research presented in chapter II also indicated that adults would benefit from resources
on academic paper formatting assistance, which are provided in the Academic Success
tab of the orientation (Appendix H) (Ross-Gordon, 1991). There are several other
resources that would pertain to academic success for adult learners that can be found in
the Academic Success tab. These can be viewed in Appendixes A – I.
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The Personal Success tab of this project focuses on overcoming barriers that
may be in the personal lives of adults. Resources are provided for overcoming social
and psychological distress, which has been found to be common for adult learners
(Baker, 1992; Kohler & Munz, 2006). For example, information on childcare resources is
provided (Appendix J and K) as well as stress management information (Appendix M),
along with a link to the GVSU free counseling services. Links to useful websites are also
provided to help adults meet their transportation needs (Appendix L) and balance the
many responsibilities they face (Appendix N) (Kohler & Munz, 2006). Finally, links to
additional campus resources are also included in the website, including links to disability
support services, financial aid offices and the Women's Center (Appendix O).
The online orientation also has a tab dedicated to highlighting the success of an
adult learner at GVSU (Appendix P). It is important for adult learners to see how other
adults have succeeded because negative self-concept can be a significant barrier
(Chickering, 1994). Adult learners sorting through information in the orientation tabs will
benefit from seeing an actual adult learner's story of success. This is meant to give adult
learners the hope and confidence boost they may need in starting college (Chickering,
1994). This tab can be viewed in Appendix P.
An online chat feature was included in the creation of the orientation so that adult
learners can easily access support when they have immediate questions (Appendix Q).
Because online environments can create individual isolation, it is important to provide
ways to foster participant engagement (Garrison et al., 1999). Faculty or staff advisors
knowledgeable on adult learning should monitor the online chat. When the chat is
unavailable, adult learners can utilize the online question form in order to submit
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questions or concerns and receive an emailed response (Appendix R). Ideally, it would
be useful for faculty and staff to expand the monitoring of the online chat system to
evening hours to accommodate the working schedules of adults. If this cannot be done
year-round, it would at least be advantageous for adults to have the online chat
available in the evenings of the first few weeks of the academic school year while they
are first beginning in college.
Each tab of the online orientation was created through the lens of adult learner
needs. The entire orientation website was designed specifically for adults with best
practices for online design in mind that is based on research presented in chapter II.
The intent is for the orientation to remain available all year so that students can return to
the pages and review information at any point they may need to (Stavredes, 2011).
Adult students can self-select was is most useful to them, allowing them to be selfdirected, which aligns with the theoretical framework described in chapter II (Knowles,
1980). New resources and materials can be updated into the orientation as the
university locates more information over time. The components of this project can all be
found in the appendix, but it is important to note this is not an exhaustive supply of
information that may benefit adult learners. The orientation is intended to be a living
document, that serves as a base for the continuation of compiling resources that would
help adult learners become successful through college.
Project Evaluation
In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the online orientation, a survey will be
included in the online orientation (Appendix S). This approach will ensure that the
individuals completing the survey have actually been using the orientation website and

29

are familiar with the information available in the orientation web pages. The tab with the
survey partially displayed online can be viewed in Appendix S, while the complete
survey displaying all questions can be viewed in Appendix T.
The purpose of the survey is to determine the effectiveness of the orientation and
determine what additional information needs to be included in the orientation for adults.
Advantages to using online surveys include low cost for its implementation, automatic
responses in real time, online convenience for the respondents, design flexibility if the
survey needs to be modified, and the absence of an interviewer, which may increase
the willingness of respondents to share honest information (Wright, 2005). The survey in
this project consists of a series of 10 questions that individuals either agree or disagree
with. The orientation will be deemed successful for adults if more than 50% of survey
respondents agree with at least 7/10 of the statements provided. In addition, the survey
asks a series of open-ended questions in order for higher education professionals to
obtain qualitative answers on the strengths and weaknesses of the orientation. Survey
respondents will be able to answer what they have found most useful in the orientation,
what they believe to be missing from the orientation, and how the orientation changed
their perceptions of an adult learner entering college. The results of the survey should
be carefully evaluated by higher education professionals and used to adapt or modify
the online orientation as needed to improve its usefulness for adult learners.
Project Conclusions
Adult learners in college face unique challenges as they balance a multitude of
adult roles and responsibilities while also attempting to succeed through college
alongside traditional-age students. Adults have different needs and concerns from those
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of traditional-age students. Adults are more self-directed, generally manage full-time
jobs and families, and have different experiences in college that are unlike those of
traditional-age students. Higher education professionals recognize that adults are a
unique group of students, but have not addressed their needs effectively. Orientations,
while critical to student success, have generally not been tailored to the specific needs
of adults. By designing orientation programs specifically for adults, it is more likely that
adult students will have the information, resources and tools needed to succeed in
college. Research suggests that adults benefit from online learning, indicating that
converting orientation programs to online formats for adults would make sense.
Based on the research presented, the online orientation program created in this
project is designed to give adult learners more opportunities for success by equipping
them with specific information that addresses their unique needs. This project
specifically is grounded in andragogy, adult learning theory, and uses research-based
ideas for its development. Through the creation of this online orientation program for
adults, special attention was given to the self-directed nature of adults, the concerns
adults have when beginning college, the resources that would help them balance adult
roles and responsibilities, campus services that adults would benefit from, and more.
Higher education professionals need to address the needs of adults as a unique
population of students in college. Designing an online orientation program for adults is
one way this can be achieved.
Plans for Implementation
The online orientation program could be implemented by publishing it on the
GVSU webpage under the main "Learning and Success" heading, which can be found
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on the university homepage under the heading titled "Current Students." Faculty and
staff advisors working with adult learners should direct them to this orientation page
before they begin their academic programs at GVSU. Further, admissions counselors
working with adult learners should direct them to this orientation page. Materials from
the admissions office that are generally mailed to all students about preparing for
college should include information about the online orientation program for adults. The
orientation website should also be available as a direct link on the GVSU website for the
Center for Adult and Continuing Studies. While the center offers academic advising for
adult learners, there is no orientation program provided to adults. This project could
serve as a direct tool of support for adult learners that could be promoted by the Center
for Adult and Continuing Studies.
While the parameters of this specific project are designed to cater to the needs of
adult learners at GVSU, this online orientation program could be adapted for various
other colleges and universities. This project can serve as a model for other institutions
to base their own online orientation programs for adults on. Ultimately, collaboration
efforts between adult learners in college and higher education professionals will
strengthen the quality and usefulness of online orientations. Collaboration will also
expand the scope of an online orientation program and increase its exposure to greater
numbers of adult learners at an institution. These collaboration efforts, in turn, will help
increase the likelihood that adult learners are accessing important resources for their
success and will become more prepared overall to succeed in college.
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Appendix A
Homepage
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Appendix B
Overview of Homepage Navigation Tools
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Appendix C
Homepage Content
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Appendix D
Academic Success: Center for Adult & Continuing Studies tab
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Appendix E
Academic Success: Videos of myBanner and myPath tab
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Appendix F
Academic Success: GVSU Library Video Tutorials tab
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Appendix G
Academic Success: GVSU Academic Support tab
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Appendix H
Academic Success: Non-GVSU Academic Support tab
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Appendix I
Academic Success: IT and Blackboard Resources tab
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Appendix J
Personal Success: Child Care Services tab
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Appendix K
Personal Success: Non-GVSU Child Care tab
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Appendix L
Personal Success: Transportation tab
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Appendix M
Personal Success: Stress Management tab
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Appendix N
Personal Success: Balancing Adult Roles tab
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Appendix O
Personal Success: More Campus Resources tab
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Appendix P
Student Spotlight tab
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Appendix Q
Online Chat tab
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Appendix R
Submit Questions tab
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Appendix S
Survey tab

All survey questions appear as the web page scrolls down.
Please view all survey questions in Appendix T.
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Appendix T
Online Adult Orientation Evaluations
Please respond to the statements by circling Agree or Disagree:
1)

Agree

Disagree

Using the online adult orientation pages increased my
knowledge about resources that will help me succeed in
college as an adult learner
Using the online adult orientation pages increased my selfconfidence about my ability to succeed in college as an
adult learner
Using the online adult orientation pages has made me feel
more strongly that I will graduate with my college degree

2)

Agree

Disagree

3)

Agree

Disagree

4)

Agree

Disagree

5)

Agree

Disagree

6)

Agree

Disagree

7)

Agree

Disagree

The online adult orientation pages seemed to appropriately
address the needs of adult learners coming to college

8)

Agree

Disagree

The online adult orientation pages benefited me more as an
adult learner than other types of general information
provided to incoming students

9)

Agree

Disagree

10)

Agree

Disagree

The online adult orientation pages made me feel like the
university understands the needs of adult learners in
college
The online adult orientation pages increased my
excitement, interest, or motivation in coming to college

Using the online adult orientation pages has made me feel
more supported by the institution as a whole as an adult
learner
Using the online adult orientation pages has alleviated
some of my insecurities and concerns about being an adult
learner in college
The online adult orientation pages answered at least one or
more questions that I had coming to college

What did you find most useful about the online adult orientation pages?

What information do you believe was missing from the online adult orientation pages?

How did the online adult orientation pages change your perceptions about coming to
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college?
In what ways do you feel like you benefited from the online adult orientation pages?

What concerns do you have that the online adult orientation pages did not address
about being an adult learner in college?
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